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ABSTRACT 

This study investigated preschoolers' understanding 
of three parental emotions: happiness, sadness, and anger. The study 
also examined relationships of these understandings to preschoolers' 
emotional competence. Subjects, 70 children with a mean age of 55 
months, were presented with a dollhouse and were encouraged to 
imagine that the dollhouse family was their own family. Using the 
context of pretend play, experimenters posed questions to the 
children (e.g. "Show me how you know that Daddy is angry... what 
happens?" or "Can you make Mommy feel better?"). By manipulating the 
dolls, children responded to the questions. All verbalizations were 
transcribed, and narrative records of nonverbal behaviors were coded 
from videotape. Teachers rated children on empathy and positive peer 
relations, peer competence, and aggression. Children also 
participated in a play session in which a familiar adult displayed 
emotions (sadness, anger, and pain). Children's behavioral reactions 
and facial expressiveness were coded. Results found that children 
demonstrated coherent understandings that different parental emotions 
have differing causes and child responses, that children could 
suggest specific strategies to change parents 1 emotions. Children's 
beliefs about their parents 1 expressive patterns, and about their own 
reactions and interventions in response, were related to their 
emotional competence in the two settings. (MM) 
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ABSTRACT 



We investigated preschoolers' understanding of their parents' 
emotions and the relations of these conceptions to their 

Sauta??in C ^ P ^ e - Ce (i * e " f eaction s to others' emotions, 
regulation of their own emotions). 70 children (mean age = 55 

SarinX* ™T t6d V dollhouse assessment of understating of 
52fUf^ emotions. Teachers rated them on empathy and peer 
S£fw2 ' a - d ct H ldren were -Served reacting to a familiar 
adult's emotions in a naturalistic play session. Children 

r ^ 6d C ^ e r^ "^standings that dif?2rent parental 
emotions have differing causes and child responses, and suaaested 
S Eri f i. ? trate 9 ies t° change parents' emotions? Their beliers 
r^^ heir P a ^ tS ' ex P ressive Patterns, and about their own 
£ and . int f rvent i°ns in response, were coherently rented 

to their emotional competence in two settings. 



ERIC 



3 



INTRODUCTION 

Our earlier research on socialization of emotion has centered on 
™2£^ 1Z ? direct . effec ts of parental socialization techniques (e.g., 
modeling of expressive patterns of emotion, coaching children" about ?ne 
nature and expression of emotion, and reacting to children's emotional 
expressiveness) on emotional competence. But, it is possible that these 

h5 Pe ??H° f S ° Cialization of emotion »*y have indirect effects? mediated 

by children's own reactions to or understanding of them. mediated 

For example, recent research has shown that even preschool children are 
active social cogmzers, trying to understand the causes of other Seasons' 

bou? 10 ^' P artiG ^ arly their displays of emotion. These social co^nT^ons 
^o?Ln^ SrS emotl ° n ?. inay guide Preschoolers' behavioral demonstration of 
emotional competence (i.e., reaction to emotions of others, understanding 
£LSK reg ^ at i? n of their °™ emotion). Because parents are key * 

\ of socialization, and children are exposed to their emotions on a 
daily basis, we reason that social cognitions about parental emotions may 
be very important in children's early interpretation of the sociat worTd! 

h?^ e ^ amP ^ e ' * W ° cnildren coul <* have mothers who exhibited equivalents 
tul\ll^t ° f a ? ge V n everyday situations. The effects ofsuch anger on 
is nof It s ai ^i° nal . coin P e tence may differ for the child who decide!, «?? 
„ ? Y fault; Kom 15 an 9 r y because she's tired. I can give her a hua 

«;?'s h mv fau"l? ak £ omm v f 661 38 C ° mpared to the child who decides 9 ' 

™?L y f ault ' . Momin y is angry at me because I am bad; I am angry too'" 
Thus, we investigated preschoolers' understanding of their parents' 
emotions We expected these understandings to be well articulated We 
also examined the relations among these conceptions and the children's 
behavioral and emotional reactions to others' emotions 
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METHODS 



To test these aspects of young children's social cognition, a new dollhouse 
assessment was developed to focus on understanding of the causes of three 
parental emotions, happiness, sadness, and anger), parents' characteristic 
patterns of expressiveness , and children's own reactions and potential 
ways of changing parents' emotions. 

Children were given time to establish rapport with the female tester, and 
to set up the dollhouse to their own specifications. Then they were 
encouraged to imagine that the dollhouse family was their own family. The 

Procedure was embedded within an engaging pretend play context, with 
simply worded guestions posed by the tester (e.g., "what made Mommy so 
angry?" "Show me how you know that Daddy is angry.. what happens?" "What do 
ypji do?" "can you make Mommy feel better?"). By manipulating dolls, 
cftiidren were able to respond largely nonverbally, if necessary. 

70 preschoolers (mean age = 55 mos) participated. All their verbalizations 

5 anscr l bed ' and narrative records of their nonverbal behaviors were 
coded from videotape. Two previous coding systems were adapted and 

t0 P rovlde categories for children's responses (Denham & Grout, 
1992; McCoy & Masters, 1985). Intercoder reliability was excellent for 
causes of parental emotions, parental expressive patterns, children's 
reactions, and children's interventions, with kappas ranging from .88 to 

Teachers rated all children on empathy and positive peer relations via the 
Olson Preschool Competence Questionnaire, on peer competence via the 
Harter-Pike Teacher Questionnaire, and on aggression via the Preschool 
Problem Behavior Questionnaire. 

Children also participated in a play session in which a familiar adult 
displayed scripted emotions (sadness, anger, and pain). Their behavioral 
reactions (from actively avoidant to actively prosocial) and facial 
expressiveness (happy, sad, angry, distressed) were coded. 
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RESULTS 

We first formulated analytic strategies for our two main aoai*. 
DESCRTPTTnyr 

Excessive j ^ Performed with Emotion, and either Cause, 

e.g., DIFFERING SSi^'^NS'Dg^SSFS^^"-- h ° W ' ■ 

their ideas about maternal versus paternal emotions. a "terences in 

mothers"??^ °-l IT*™' ^tnis SB, h< ™' ^ ied m ° re ° tte " ^han 

"s S op^e?to 0 untcoSr 0 r ^JSSSSLST f 00 "" 6 reSp °" Ses 

?nrerve„t?o„: »-««-*• ~ ~ .SSSTii tErTlSi.'S ° f 

Relations with Em otional Competgnr^ 

only those variables whose zero-order correlation^ wi?£ ?h ^ equations 
been significant. Potential demographic p?eSc?ors for 22n nn^" 0 " ^ 
?a?e? e Sps. With <* ^eSt S'pSLSS entrants oT 
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fathe ^fi!^agi vl n S otio^ n Led!cgL a 2n de » 0nst f at in* positive responses to 
emotional competence (se^TabS ?? *" aggregate <* teachers' ratings of 

lll^st,lnTs n . SiVeheSS in thS d ° llhOUSe — e Predicted actual positive 

gave S ^^ogaWiL^l^y^ ?^ fl £ ldMn and th ° Se « h ° 
antisocial intervention! S fi?hJr's neSaSve SS-™ emo ^ ions ' a "d fewer 
merely ignore oarenrs' h a nnino=! k ne f atlve emotions, and who did not 

to td alu^V^spiay X^ons^ZT TaSe ^ Pr ° S ° Cial 

sSoweo^ncle^ children who 

anger, or pain were those wS IS f!.-^ he adult showe d sadness, 
negative emo^on! ig^o?Lg paints" hinn?l; ega ^r f eactio ^ to parents' 
prosocial interventions i£ rSSSSsS to fXEfw' bUt a - S ° su ^ es ted 
Table 3). showing increased honest in ^'^SS^T^ 0 ^ (S6e 
inappropriate (as if they enjoyed the adCl?°s disi™^ appea - ed 
signalled pride at their own helpfulness -thus XfS * ln S ° me cases 

not surpris ing. u.u S( tnese mixed predictors are 



were^os^^^ a^er the adult displays 

as showing anger lesl ne^ativeL tillll rZ? 1 ™^™* W H° de P ict ed father 
Table 4). Perhaps their im^lL either emotionally or behaviorally (see 
focused sadness in response ?o "nn?L e " ying dis P la y s ^as defensive; self- 
seen as defensive, as well 7 "^"^ person/s negative emotions could be 

werTthoL 3 ^ after the 

measure, and depicted fathe? arshowJna^adnLr?" 11 dUring the dollh ° u ^ 
without crying; see Table 5\ ThV« t" 9 sadness less negatively (e.g., 
inappropri4te g dur?ng intlra^ior^th Srifn a ^ er , seemed anomaloul and 
equally anomalous do llhouJe responses. Ult ' and WaS predict ed by 

When children appeared more distressed after the arf„n-/ a n 
negative emotion, they were more likelv J« LSt adult 's displays of 
ignore parents' positive emotion or£h»~ be k° ys f say the V would not 
negative emotion. However t£25 »f«^ antisocially after father's 
father showed anger neg^Ive^ and IL^lt "° re ^ kely t0 say that their 

but who are ^^£SZ£ ~ £ ^1?=^ 
t^S^ cite negative reactions ^ 
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DISCUSSION 



This new (tollhouse methodology appeared to elicit preschoolers' rich 
conceptions about their parents' emotions. As such, it fits within our 
notion of contextually valid assessment of children's cognitions about 
social and affective aspects of their lives. It is possible that the 
methodology could be further refined and become even more useful for both 
basic and applied purposes. 

Children reflections on and conceptions about parental emotions were 
coherently related to behavioral manifestations of emotional competence as 
well. For example, children who cited responding or intervening 
positivelyto parents' negative emotions were more empathic with peers and 
the adult. And, ignoring parents' happiness generally predicted less 
mature responses. Of course, there is no way to discern the direction of 
effect here; are children's cognitions influencing behavior or vice versa' 
Investigations tailored to address this guestion are warranted. 

It was of interest that children's responses to and interventions directed 
towards father's emotions were often predictors of emotional competence. 
This findings bears further investigation; it may be that fathers are more 
potent social izers of emotional competence (perhaps mothers' emotions are 
more ubiguitous in children's lives and make less impact, or perhaps 
mothers vary less in their socialization). In our current work, we are 
observing both mothers' and fathers' socialization of emotion. 
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COMPONENTS OF TEACHER QUESTIONNAIRES 

(Olson POSITIVE PEER RELATIONS * EMPATHY, Harter & Pike SOCIAL COMPETENCE 



► POSTTTVE PEER RELATION 

Friendly conversations to poors and responses from peers 

Sought after by peers 

Interests peers in his/her activities 

Initiates posit ivc interact ion 

Skillfully joins peers at play 

► EMPATHY 

Responds prosocially to peers* distress 

Shows affection 

Laughs with peers 

Helps peers when necessary 

Asks permission before playing with another child's toys 
Does riot become easily frustrated when does not get his/her 
way with peers 

► SHOAL COMPETENCE 

Has friends on the playground, in preschool, and in neighborhood 
Plays well with these friends 
Gets asked to play 

Goes to friends' homes and enjoys this 



^Cronbach's alpha for aggregate - .89^ 

wisest mm mm i * 
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